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Now, Where Were We?

My thirty-first trip around the sun brought on opportunities I had always dreamed of. I wrote a New York Times bestselling memoir, I sold out Radio City Music Hall on my first headlining stand-up comedy tour, and I was nominated for my second Emmy. I even got to realize my lifelong dream of learning to figure skate.

It all seemed surreal, especially because in the years leading up to that thirty-first trip around the sun, I’d taken a very early detour onto Trauma Boulevard, and later made a few pit stops on Sexual Compulsivity Lane and Hardcore Drug Use Road, before finally exiting on the healing journey off-ramp I’m still on to this day. Sometimes my route feels more chaotic than Michelle Kwan’s win at the 2000 World Figure Skating Championships, where she came back from third place to clinch her third World title. All to say, not everything works out the way we think it will, but that doesn’t mean that our experience is anything less than valid.

Only in hindsight can I see that I achieved my dreams because of, not in spite of, all the bumps in the road. I had to go through everything I did to get to where I am. I’m still learning and growing, but honestly, there’s nothing about my life I would change.

I find that my mind wants to categorize events past and present and put them into tidy little mental boxes. I think it’s my brain trying to have a functional understanding so I can process that topic or experience, check it off on my list, and say, “I get it.” But I’m constantly trying to deepen my understanding of the world and acknowledge that good and bad can coexist and that we will never be able to just snap our fingers and put everything in its place. While a part of me has always been focused on getting somewhere “better,” I am always simultaneously looking for ways to try to engage and stay curious and connected about where I am in the process. To quote Kacey Musgraves, I have been “happy and sad at the same time,” and life just be like that sometimes.

This felt especially true while writing my first book.

In that process, I learned that writing a memoir is like figure skating: it looks effortless and beautiful from the outside, while in reality, you stretch thy groin so much that you nearly split yourself in half for the whole world to see. But in the iconic words of Whoopi Goldberg in Sister Act 2, “If you wake up in the mornin’ and you can’t think of anything but singin’ first, then you’re supposed to be a singer, girl.” I can’t sing, but every morning I woke up feeling inspired to express myself on the page and on the ice. Luckily, I was able to learn to do both and I became a bestselling author. As for an Olympic figure skater, I’m still an Olympic-level figure skating . . . fan.

I knew I was in for a rough journey when I first decided to tell my story in Over the Top. Aside from figuring out the mental discipline required to actually sit myself down every single day and do the writing (a process that consisted of consuming countless cups of coffee, cannabis, and cinnamon streusel cakes from Trader Joe’s before I could really hit my groove), I knew that in order to tell my truth accurately I’d need to relive the most intense and hurtful moments I’ve ever experienced. If you haven’t written a memoir yourself, just imagine going to therapy to discuss your deepest trauma every single morning for a year, only there’s no actual therapist there to help you process what you’re sharing about yourself. (I do have an amazing therapist, thank God, but with my sessions only happening once or twice a week, it felt like swallowing a couple of Advil after being run over daily by a Mack truck.)

Coming out very publicly about my HIV+ status, surviving sexual abuse, and overcoming hardcore drug use was a healing yet harrowing experience. Luckily, I also had many joyful memories to write about. I hoped sharing my story would help other people going through similar hardships, and that helped balance out the nerve-racking and painful parts. Still, by the time the final draft was completed and on its way to the printer, all I could think was: That was like wearing the skinniest stiletto heels ever, but I just got home and now I can take them off—the hard part is over.

Don’t get me wrong. The book was something I hadn’t even dared dream was possible, and I’m still overwhelmed with gratitude that my publisher and editor believed in me and felt that I had a story worth telling. However, after over a year of diligently laboring in love, writing my story the way I wanted it to be told, hoping it would inspire people or help them in their healing journey, I was ready to move forward. Once the book came out, I learned quickly that it’s hard to move forward when you’re constantly being dragged back into the past: promoting it meant reliving the darker moments of my life all over again. And again. And again.

Each time I did another interview, I was pulled right back into everything I’d gone through, always in front of a different stranger, and every one of them with their own agenda and a series of probing questions about times in my life that I thought I’d made peace with. As more and more of these interviews piled up, I began to wonder if I actually had.

I also didn’t anticipate how readers still coming to terms with their HIV status would suddenly see me as a source of strength. This was humbling but also added whole new layers of pressure and doubt. Could I really be that person for them? Answering questions from people I’d never met, helping them find doctors, and not quite knowing how the HIV safety net worked in whatever state, or sometimes country, they were in often made me feel useless about the best way to guide them.

And that wasn’t all. Survivors who were still processing their own sexual abuse now viewed me as a confidant with whom they could share their stories. It gave me a whole new level of empathy, and I can’t overstate how honored I am whenever someone feels safe enough with me to discuss their pain. But sometimes having an incredibly intense and intimate conversation and taking on that energy made it hard to turn on a dime when I had to interact with someone from the press immediately afterwards and suddenly become my giggly, happy JVN self.

I’m not trying to complain or be an ungrateful nightmare. I just thought writing the book would be the most challenging part, but that was shortsighted of me, because for folks who read my story and found that it resonated with them, obviously the book coming out would only be the beginning. And for those who read or heard about my book who don’t relate to me, well, hey, call me an optimist, but I definitely didn’t expect all the rage-inducing transphobic, homophobic, HIV-stigmatizing ignorance that has been hurled my way. And one of the hardest parts was at the very beginning.

Over the Top came out on September 24, 2019, and in the weeks leading up to my publication date I was a nervous wreck. That’s pretty normal for any debut author, and luckily I had a ton of work on my plate to distract me. I was in the middle of my first international comedy tour (much more about that later) and had the Creative Arts Emmys to look forward to. Queer Eye had been nominated for six of them, and the cast and crew were excitedly preparing for the ceremony. I even had a nomination of my own for Gay of Thrones, for Outstanding Short Form Variety Series.

About a month before the book’s release, I landed my first big sit-down interview about it with a reporter from an important newspaper. He’d scheduled a breakfast date at a little corner café just a few blocks from my apartment in New York City, and walking there that morning I felt just like Carrie Bradshaw in the opening credits of Sex and the City, except with heartburn and a deep fear that I was about to diarrhea my tutu all over the sidewalk.

This would be the first time I’d spoken about the book to anyone outside my immediate circle of friends and family, and I was dying to know what the journalist thought of the project I’d poured so much of myself into.

I arrived at the café, introduced myself to the writer, and soon after we were seated, he asked, “True or false: your book covers disordered eating.”

I felt stunned. Sure, I’d written some epic descriptions of the multitudes of sugary snacks I basically lived on for the first, well, all of the years of my life, but that was his takeaway? That I had an eating disorder? Doesn’t everyone fantasize about Double Decker tacos being added back to Taco Bell’s menu? I’d included those details in the book because I thought they were funny. Suddenly, they felt like a worrisome addition.

“Well, I hadn’t really thought of it like that,” I answered slowly, “but I guess I can see how it seems that way.”

I was still trying to unpack his interpretation of those scenes in the book as he proceeded with more questions, many of them having to do with my coming out as HIV+. We treated it like a casual conversation—casual if that means discussing my most intimate life moments with a total stranger in a restaurant, seated in close proximity to a crowd of more strangers, all of whom were tilting their ears towards our booth.

Have you ever had that classic anxiety nightmare about arriving at school, realizing you’re naked, and everyone is looking at you and whispering? That’s what becoming famous feels like. It’s a lot of attention whether you’re ready for it or not—on the street, in a bar, at a party, sometimes even in a public bathroom. I wasn’t quite used to it yet. (I’m still not, tbh.)

Right in the middle of detailing the exact moment I discovered I was HIV+, two very sweet, well-intentioned girls appeared at our table and asked if they could take a selfie. It’s a situation I’m used to because it happens all the time. Usually I happily oblige, but in this instance, I literally had tears in my eyes. Even if they hadn’t heard the specifics of what I’d been saying, this was clearly not the right time.

But at that moment my obvious distress didn’t matter. They wanted their photo, and I just couldn’t do it. There was no way I could flip a switch and turn on the happy JVN they knew from TV. I apologized and explained that I was having a very intense conversation, said, “Namaste,” and went back to talking about HIV, surviving sexual abuse, and becoming a sex worker. Just your average brunch moment, right?

By the time the interview was over I felt utterly emotionally drained, and also very worried. I’d just spilled so much information I’d kept secret for so long. I was prepared to do that with the book, but what comforted me about going public about my past was the fact that I’d been given a chance to tell my stories in my own words. Suddenly I was no longer sure that would be the case, so I called my publicist to confirm that the interview would come out after my book had been released.

“Well,” she told me, “they don’t reveal the exact date that they’re going to publish their articles. But it will be before the book hits the shelves, anywhere from two to four days. That’s normal—it’s all part of the process.”

I suddenly worried for the second time that day that anxiety shit was about to start running down my legs. This was all new territory for me. I was shocked and wished I’d known the timing of it all before I’d sat down with the reporter.

I get it now. Books need publicity ahead of their publishing date. My publicist was right, it’s a normal part of the process and one I was very lucky to be a part of, but in that moment all I could think was: Oh my fuck, oh my Nancy Kerrigan, holy Simone Biles—what am I going to do?

I began to obsess over how the article would be written and how it would be received. I still had my comedy tour to get back to, and the red carpet to prepare for, but now I woke up with dread every morning. Stepping onto the stage for each nightly stand-up show introduced a whole new element of risk; before that first book interview, my pre-performance nerves had always been about whether the audience would laugh at my jokes or if I’d land the difficult-for-me gymnastics routine I did at the beginning of each show (as any nonbinary, gymnastics-obsessed, newbie, traveling stand-up comedian does in their act). But during the following few weeks of shows, I worried constantly in the back of my mind that while I was on stage, my most private moments were being released into the world and racing across the internet like Bonnie Blair on her way to speed skating glory, flinging my secrets everywhere like ice shavings in her wake, without any of the care I’d given my words in the book.

I tried hard to put the impending article out of my mind. I had more shows to slay and people to dazzle with my comedy prowess, but the worries lingered.

Three days before my publication date, I returned home to New York after a show in Las Vegas, prior to which I had been in Toronto doing stand-up and, before that, with the cast and crew of Queer Eye at the Creative Arts Emmys in LA. At each event I wondered if I’d be on the red carpet or mid-interview when all of a sudden everyone would know my HIV status and personal struggles, but told through someone else’s narrative. I passed out as soon as I got home that Saturday night and woke up around eleven on Sunday with dozens of texts and even more missed calls.

Clearly, the article had gone live.

Reading the story on the couch in my living room, curled up next to my best friend, surrounded by the luggage we’d tossed on the floor just hours before, was a sobering experience. The journalist had written an authentic, candid, and fair article, and to my relief, the overall reactions throughout the day were very positive. But my interaction with the two girls asking for a picture became a big focus of the story. As had every deep, dark, clickbait fact about my past.

If I hadn’t known otherwise, my book kind of sounded like a downer.

Where’s all the fun stuff? I wondered. The lightness? The laughter? All of my brilliant, encyclopedic Michelle Kwan references? I wasn’t ashamed of the facts I’d laid bare, but that wasn’t the totality of my story. So much of it is about learning that some of my biggest successes live next to some of my biggest traumas, and that’s okay. I wanted to show people that joy can live beside sorrow, and that sadness doesn’t invalidate your right to experience happiness. The book is about how I learned to love myself despite all the reasons I could have chosen not to, and I wanted other people to discover the same ability in themselves. Instead, the world’s first impression of my book, warts and all, highlighted all of the warts and none of the all.

A lasting effect of that article was that it also set the tone for more to follow. Many of the healing stories in my book were neglected, and subsequent reporters kept the emphasis firmly on the darkness. Finding the courage to tell my truth and then having it retold in what felt like a more negative light felt frustrating.

I understand now that their priority wasn’t my personal feelings or the overall message; it was boosting their readership. And while it took me a hot second to come around to this, that’s ultimately okay because their mission ended up also serving mine. It introduced me to a wider audience than I’d dared to hope for. The book became a bestseller, and my dream that it would help people came true.

I’m grateful, because in the end, the experience taught me whole new levels of compassion, patience, and, most important, acceptance. In fact, I learned to thrive despite the discomfort of every new interview with a person who had only skimmed the book and then came at me with a preconceived notion of who I am. I realized that each of those situations were moments I could inspire a person to not judge a book by its cover. Or, more specifically, a nonbinary multi-hyphenate by their trauma. Sitting next to James Corden and Allison Janney on The Late Late Show and segueing from a fun little game about the history of trains to a story about living with HIV would have given most people watching late-night television whiplash, but by the end of my tour, these discussions came much more naturally, and I felt like I had begun to redefine what someone living with HIV looks like.

Despite everything I had to go through to tell my story, the response from the readers themselves validated why I wrote the book in the first place. The support was overwhelming, and hearing from people who found comfort in what I had shared was not only reassuring, it also answered the deeper and more personal question I had posed in the book: If people learned everything there was to know about me, would they still love me?

I experienced a resounding yes from so many readers who recognized aspects of themselves in my story, and that’s comforting beyond words. Seeing ourselves in someone else’s vulnerability makes us all feel less alone. The fear of being unlovable due to past experiences is the literal definition of shame, and shame isn’t something to keep buried. It needs to be brought to the surface, turned around, examined, and processed. It’s incredibly difficult work, but it’s impossible to live healthy lives as individuals, much less as a society, unless we do it.

And before anyone even tries to start that journey, we must first get comfortable with being uncomfortable.

I’m sure this isn’t the first time you’ve heard that phrase. It’s certainly been on my mind for a long time now, especially while doing hundreds of interviews on my weekly podcast Getting Curious. Since its start back in 2015, I’ve been talking to experts about subjects I’m curious about, from the Holocaust to animal communication to the gender binary. I’ve interviewed Oscar, Emmy, Tony, and Grammy winners, academics, elected officials, historians, journalists, scientists, authors, and more. I’ve learned so much, and by confronting these sometimes difficult, always complicated topics, I’ve also been able to feel more at ease when a sticky situation arises in my life. Those uncomfortable moments have inspired a lot of personal growth, and I want to share those moments—and hopefully make people laugh a little along the way. Because we can learn to listen to and absorb things that are uncomfortable yet so necessary to talk about, like systemic racism or transphobia, while simultaneously learning to love ourselves and one another. Otherwise, we risk turning into a country completely made up of Marjorie Taylor Greenes.

I decided to write this book of essays to share some of what I’ve observed through the years and because I’m curious about different ways I can continue to grow and be a better person. If you’re holding this book in your hands, I bet you feel the same. You’re not going to find quickie here’s-how-to-heal-yourself-in-ten-steps lists here. The kind of internal/external work that we all need to do is an ongoing process. There are no simple answers to any of the subjects I write about here. My own internalized shame still runs deep, despite all the work I’ve done—and still do—to try and heal it. The bubbly and happy JVN you see on Queer Eye is a strong and vital part of my authentic self, but I still get weighed down by doubt and insecurity just like anyone else. We’re all human, but somewhere in the timeline of history we lost a part of our humanity. Vulnerability became something to hide from the world, viewed as weakness, when in fact embracing that part of ourselves is one of the most necessary tools in our mental arsenal to help us evolve, and thrive.

In this essay collection, I’m continuing to challenge my internalized shame wherever I find it rearing its ugly head—a multitude of situations that include trying to figure out if it’s appropriate to express earth-shattering grief at work, feeling comfortable in dresses and heels, working to improve the HIV safety net, and addressing my own family’s complicity in America’s systemic racism.

My hope for this book is that I can learn to process the noise of my experiences, find better ways to handle all of it, and share it with you along the way. I want to become so compassionate and educated that I could listen to a full-on QAnon supporter, a rabid Republican, or even just someone who believes that a three-in-one shampoo, conditioner, and body wash is perfectly acceptable, and be able to sit with them, hold space for them, convince them otherwise, all while not ripping my last thirty-seven hairline hairs out in the fucking process.

I’ve also researched topics I’m curious about to try and answer some of the questions I find myself constantly mulling, like: How did we get to this point—the criminalization and vilification of marijuana; loathing our own beautiful bodies; and hatred against the LGBTQIA+ community? People love to say “Stay in your lane” to celebrities. Well, I say, “Fuck that.” I’ve been a queer gender-nonconforming person living with HIV for longer than I’ve been a celebrity, and even if that wasn’t the case, the health and well-being of the people in our country affects my nervous system. I don’t want people to suffer, and I will educate myself and share what I learn to hopefully move us a little closer to ending any suffering that I can.

And luckily, this time around, I understand what to expect from the whirlwind of opinions, criticisms, validations, emotions, and anxiety that comes with putting my vulnerabilities into a book. How my stories are received isn’t the point. The darkness I’ve survived doesn’t define me. But it is central to who I am, and it allows me to sit with conversations and situations that feel a bit uncomfy. When you’ve stared down addiction, abuse, and trauma, you get bored with small talk. Give me authenticity. I want to keep learning, keep writing, and keep sharing with you as we do a whirlwind tour of topics that invite us to examine assumptions, expand horizons, and learn more about what makes us all so messy and gorgeous.




Chapter 1

Processing Grief

Or, ew, did you just make fun of me after my cat died?

Before I landed Queer Eye, when I was still building up my hair clientele in Los Angeles, Yelp reviews were critical to your success. I kept a laser eye on them because I’d heard so many horror stories about how a single bad review—whether it was a true experience or not—could negatively impact one’s business. Some salon owners were plagued by nasty comments, and those public takedowns could ruin reputations or at the very least set a career back several steps.

Luckily, no one ever came for me with a scathing critique, but as I continued to compulsively check Yelp, all of the constant worrying created a different problem. It didn’t matter how many glowing five-star reviews I got. Instead, I grew focused on my hunt for mean ones, waiting for the day when someone who’d told me to my face that they loved their gorgeous new fringe went online and told the world I’d butchered their hair and they were now terrified to leave the house.

After I became a public figure, I transferred that same unhealthy behavior to Twitter, which is basically just Yelp for humans. And on Twitter, reviews of me as a person can get pretty brutal.

The majority of comments are very sweet. I get very nice compliments about moments from the show, including appreciation for my choice of crop tops and respect for my ability to break down the plots of Sister Act 1 and 2 in twenty-eight seconds. But those aren’t the ones that stay with me. It’s the especially cruel ones that do. I joke around that I’m addicted to doing this, but that’s not quite right. It’s like my search for mean-spirited words directed at me has become my new compulsive form of masochism. I know it isn’t healthy, but positive comments just don’t trigger my survival instinct the way negative ones can. Thoughts like Is this the tweet that will end my career? are much stickier in my mind than a tweet that reads, “You give me so much hope and confidence!”

God damn it, brain!

Why does my negativity bias have the strength of an elite gymnast? I suppose it’s because I trained it just as hard as one with all my old Yelp hunting back in the day.

My therapist says this comes from a part of our reptilian brain that’s constantly scanning the horizon for a tiger or a snake to come kill us. A fuzzy bunny isn’t going to devour you, but a king cobra can be lethal. (The bunny here being a complimentary tweet and the cobra being a takedown or a criticism.) In other words, what helped our ancestors not get eaten by predators is what has us up at 2 a.m. scrolling through some toxic shit a stranger has said about us to a bunch of other strangers. We’re wired for it.

Sometimes Twitter goes up in flames over something I said or wrote, which comes with the territory of speaking your truth. But other times I’ll come across generally mean musings about how I looked or acted on certain episodes of Queer Eye. I noticed a lot more of those popping up during our fifth season—comments about how I seemed distracted, not there, glassy-eyed. A few people even questioned my mental well-being.

You know what, though? The ones who questioned my mental state were actually pretty astute, because the truth is I wasn’t doing so great. In fact, for a while there during filming, I was trying my best to compartmentalize some of the most soul-crushing grief I have ever felt in my life after my cat fell out of my building’s window and died.

FILMING QUEER EYE is an incredible opportunity to delve into someone else’s life, and in every episode, I give myself over to each hero and help in any way I can. I love my job, and I also love that the show allows me to be a hairdresser, a comedian, and an overall entertainer. But as I’ve spent more time in these different careers, I’ve realized that I can’t stop and take a moment for my personal life, even if I’m going through something incredibly hard. When I signed on to Queer Eye I became a beacon of positivity and love, and there are a lot of times when I have to maintain that strength even when I should probably be taking a little time to focus that positivity inward, to let myself mourn when a tragedy happens, like what happened to Bug the Second.

If you haven’t read Over the Top, I should fill you in on Bug the First. He was a kitten I found when I was eighteen, and he changed my life. For the following thirteen years, that little black cat was my constant companion. He taught me that I could take care of something other than myself (which was quite a work in progress to begin with). Bug gave me a reason to get out of bed during the times when I didn’t feel like getting up in the first place.

I lost Bug to kidney failure while we were simultaneously shooting the third and fourth seasons of Queer Eye, and his death carved a pit of grief into my stomach that I wasn’t prepared for. The first and second season had recently debuted, and there’s no road map for becoming highly visible to the public in the space of a few months. (If you have one, let me know.) The devastation, mixed with sudden notoriety and needing to be on and focused, felt like a queer, less-intense version of Mariah Carey navigating the world in the direct aftermath of Glitter.

That was when I developed what I call the Charlotte’s Web rule. In the classic children’s book, when Charlotte the spider dies, three of her babies stay with Wilbur the pig to comfort him. I took my cue from this plotline and decided When one cat dies, I will adopt two to help heal the sadness. It’s much harder to miss your dead cat when you have two kittens running around, right? (Right??) So I went to an animal shelter and adopted a black kitty I named Bug the Second and another adorable little gray baby named Liza Meownelli.

I know what you’re thinking. You went and adopted another all-black cat and named him the same thing as the one who just died? Weird. It’s an admittedly specific approach to mourning, but it’s one I learned from my grandparents.

Throughout my childhood, they had a cute black teacup poodle named JP, which stood for Just Perfect. Naturally. When one JP would pass on, literally the next day they would adopt another black teacup poodle and give it the same name.

I always thought their mourning was peculiar. Until Bug died. Suddenly in the aftermath of experiencing such a profound loss, one where I couldn’t fathom living my life without a sweet little black shadow as my constant companion, it all made sense.

I introduced my two new baby kittens to my surviving cat, Harry Larry, and the four of us were ready to take on the world. Until I discovered that poor
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